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Faith-based 
organizations are a 
sleeping giant in our 
city and our country — 
we could rouse this 
sleeping giant to get 
more students into and 
graduating from college. 
But we need guidance 
on how best to 
do that. 

— Assistant Pastor and Director 
of Outreach, Crossroads 
Community Church 



An Introduction to 

CLOSING THE COLLEGE 
COMPLETION GAP: 



A degree beyond high school has become an essential element of opportunity in America and is 
a proven pathway out of poverty. Faith-based institutions committed to addressing social injustice 
and poverty should consider the power of keeping more young people on track to obtain such a 
degree. These efforts have become an urgent national priority. 

Last year, President Barack Obama stated, "in a global economy where the most valuable skill you 
can sell is your knowledge, a good education is no longer just a pathway to opportunity — it is a 
pre-requisite." The President's call for Americans to commit to at least one year of postsecondary 
training by 2020 reflects the changing realities of our global economy. 

The majority of our nation's young people, especially low-income Americans, are finding it difficult 
to complete this pathway to success. Every year, more than 90 percent of low-income teenagers 
say they plan to attend college, but only half of these students will actually enroll in college. Only 
slightly more than half who enroll will finish, and the time to degree is getting longer. Only 20 
percent of young people who begin higher education at two-year institutions graduate within three 
years. At four-year institutions, about four in 1 0 students receive a degree within six years. 

Overall, only 25 percent of low-income adults ever obtain a postsecondary degree and only 9 
percent of low-income 8th graders whose parents did not attend college will obtain a bachelor's 
degree. Over the last four decades, focus has been placed on extending access to college for 
underrepresented groups. While access to college has increased substantially, the number who 
complete has not. 

Because of global competition, jobs that require no college-level knowledge or skills are rapidly 
disappearing. Although lower-skill jobs still exist in the United States, Americans who hold them 
are not likely to enter or remain in the middle class. Americans who do not continue their education 
after high school are less likely to be employed, support their families, have quality health care, 
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save for retirement, or see their children complete college. Low-income youth without a college 
degree are at a significant risk of remaining in poverty, perpetuating the social justice divide. 

For low-income Americans, the path to obtaining a college degree is steep. The educational gap 
between low-income children and their wealthier peers appears early and persists throughout 
elementary, middle, and high school. Even high achieving students from low-income families 
succumb to the achievement gap in high school and are less likely to begin college careers. If they 
do, they are more likely to "stop out" before receiving a degree. Addressing these persistent gaps 
has become the civil rights issue of our time. Faith-based institutions can help. 



For low-income 
Americans, the path 
to obtaining a college 
degree is steep. 



Imagine 

Faith-based organizations often have a core mission - to address poverty and social injustice in their 
communities. We know from research that one of the most powerful ways to advance this mission 
is to ensure every child has a postsecondary credential of real value in the workplace. So imagine 
if faith-based institutions all across the United States worked to ensure that more young people in 
their communities completed college as a pathway to productive work and a better future. What 
would a network of coordinated faith-based support for closing the college completion gap look like 
in America? Consider this vision in which the action, resources, encouragement, and commitment 
of the faith community help students graduate from high school, obtain a post-secondary 
credential, and successfully enter the workforce: 

A Vision for a Coordinated Faith-Based College Completion Strategy 

S A Revitalized Mission for the 21st Century. All faith communities — churches, synagogues, 
mosques, ashrams, and other faith communities — view focusing on high school and college 
completion as integral to their core missions of addressing poverty and social injustice. They 
realize that this is the most highly leveraged investment they can make to reduce inequity 
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and target their resources toward reducing the occurrence of educational failure in their larger 
communities. This mission is set and supported by national and regional leadership of faith 
communities that ensure local congregations have the support and resources they need to do 
their work. 

S Strategic, Inclusive, Mission-Supported, and Data-Driven Partnerships. Leaders from the 
civic, education, business, and foundation sectors view faith communities as critical partners 
in any community-wide initiative to improve student achievement. Faith leaders are looked to 
as partners who can understand the social and economic needs of a community and develop 
effective responses with educational institutions to ensure students earn the credentials they 
need to fill critical gaps in the workforce. Faith leaders are regarded as stakeholders who have 
comparative advantages to help more young people. Faith-based institutions: exist in every 
community; have high levels of social trust in the community; have an ability to identify and 
reach disadvantaged students; and have an ability to mobilize volunteer mentors and tutors. 
Faith-based groups should have access to longitudinal data to track initiatives they support and 
ensure that students stay on track throughout the P-20 educational pipeline. 

S Improved Collaboration Among Faith Traditions on Best Practices. There is a national and 
inclusive interfaith organization that posts and shares best practices for what faith communities 
can do to close the college completion gap. Innovative leaders frequently collaborate with one 
another to share ideas about developing comprehensive plans with supports and appropriate 
benchmarks. They also keep the momentum of closing the college completion gap high on the 
agenda of faith communities. 

S Sustained Local Leadership. Every faith community commits to training and developing a 
network of leaders within their congregations who carry out their educational work. They have 
designated leaders who partner with the various educational institutions in their community 
to ensure consistent communication. These leaders also coordinate volunteers within 
the community. Every faith community has a commitment to ensuring there is sustained 
institutional memory of their different areas of expertise so there is never a lack of strong 
leadership to work with schools, postsecondary institutions, the business community, and social 
service providers. 

Consider these hypothetical examples that could become reality if the faith community is engaged 

in this coordinated, systemic way: 



■S Fostering College-Going Norms. A local church provides a summer camp called Destination 
Diploma and Degree that combines academic tutoring and mentoring. The camp not only raises 
awareness about the importance of college, but it also encourages students to apply while 
providing them with practical support to complete the courses they need to be college-ready. 
Local business and community leaders speak at the camp to inspire young people about the 
possibilities for future employment and civic engagement. 

S Increased Understanding of the College Application and Admissions Process. A designated 
financial aid and admissions officer from a local postsecondary institution visits an interfaith 
community center regularly to assist students in applying for and renewing their FAFSA (Free 
Application for Federal Student Aid) applications. "Nontraditional" and underrepresented 
students feel comfortable beginning or re-entering their postsecondary path. Faith-based 
communities in turn educate their young parishioners about the availability of student financial 
aid to attend and complete college and the requirements to gain admission to college. 

■S Enhanced Exposure to Postsecondary Pathways. A designated faith coordinator works 
with the guidance staff at high schools, middle schools, and even elementary schools, to 
ensure that all students have opportunities for college trips and summer bridge experiences 
to become familiar with what postsecondary pathways make sense for them. The faith and 
school coordinators continue to work together to ensure that students take courses that both 
interest them and prepare them for postsecondary pathways of their choosing. Faith leaders 
designate part of their service to highlight the achievement of a member who is undergoing or 
has completed their postsecondary path. Faith-based communities issue altar calls to support 
the goal of young people to complete high school and college, track their progress, and have 
ceremonies to celebrate those students in their faith-based communities who complete college. 




■S Gaining Admission and Financial Aid. Faith-based leaders take high school students on trips 
to colleges outside their regions and help them gain admission and financial aid packages in 
connection with those trips. Expectations are created among high school students that college 
is a necessary step to a better future. 



■S Improved Student Support on Campus. All students have a mentor that alerts the faith 
community if a student is in need of additional support, such as transportation, childcare, 
tutoring, or other critical supports. Faith communities also partner with colleges to provide 
pastoral counseling and support to college students, particularly in the first two years as 
students adjust to their new environment. The designated faith coordinator reaches out to their 
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faith network of volunteers and resources and connects the student with what they need. 

S Embedding the College in the Community. The faith community provides free utilities and 
other in-kind supports to a community college that provides courses for students who may not 
have the time to travel between home, work, and the college campus to take courses. The faith 
community works with postsecondary institutions to give high school students the opportunity 
to earn college credit before they have graduated from high school. This reinforces college- 
going norms, gives students the opportunity to engage in a challenging and rewarding academic 
experience, and saves students money by reducing their time to degree. 

S Development of College Students. Faith communities, including local congregations and on- 
campus ministries, connect college students with opportunities to tutor and mentor at-risk high 
school students and shepherd them through the college admissions process. 

S Securing Employment for Students. Faith communities bring together leaders from the 
business community and postsecondary institutions to identify gaps in the workforce pipeline 
and devise ways to address them. These leaders make a commitment to train students for 
these jobs and to offer them a job once they have earned their postsecondary credential. 




Is the College Completion Gap Being Effectively Closed with the Help 
of the Faith Community? ...Not yet. 

Is the description of closing the college completion gap with the help and support of the faith 
community a reality? The problem we face is undeniable, but so are the hopeful results of 
community and religious institutions addressing this problem. There are faith communities 
throughout the country that are creating social networks for disconnected youth, providing positive 
role models for students, improving their self-esteem, providing academic tutoring for class 
subjects and state standardized tests, hosting FAFSA and college awareness nights, providing 
opportunities to visit college campuses, and partnering with postsecondary institutions to secure 
admissions and financial aid packages. 

Outstanding examples of how faith-based communities are engaging to help more students earn a 
degree beyond high school exist, but are still not sufficient to meet a growing need. As one pastor 
in Ohio told us, "Faith-based organizations are a sleeping giant in our city and our country — we 
could rouse this sleeping giant to get more students into and graduating from college. But we need 
guidance on how best to do that." 

The goal of Closing the College Completion Gap is to give faith-based institutions the tools you 
need to: 

• rally your faith community to close the college completion gap 

• understand the dimensions of the college completion gap in your region 

• develop an effective plan to help usher more students through high school, and support them as 
they enroll, persist, and complete college 

• build partnerships among the business, political, and educational communities, and be 
knowledgeable advocates to increase, and sustain, the number of students earning college 
credentials 
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Closing the College Completion Gap contains research-based guidance for addressing the college 
completion gap along with links to additional online resources. 

We recognize that one size does not fit all, so you will not find step-by-step instructions for a 
standardized program. Instead, Closing the College Completion Gap provides information for 
developing and implementing a customized program that's right for your community. In fact, your 
community may already have undertaken some of the efforts we suggest, or you may be just 
starting out. You may want to start slowly, or you may feel ready to forge ahead with a number of 
efforts at the same time. 

The guidebook is divided into four parts: 

1. Rallying Your Faith Community To Close the College Completion Gap 

2. Understanding Your Community's College Completion Gap 

3. Solutions for Comprehensively Addressing Your Community's College Completion Gap 

4. Moving Forward to Create Lasting Change and Increase the Number of Students with 
College Credentials 

On the left-hand side of each page, you'll find valuable information on the topic or measure being 
discussed. This is accompanied by "A Deeper Look" — references to online resources that provide 
additional information. 

On the right-hand side of the page, you'll see suggestions for Specific Action — what you can do 
— along with links to tools to help you do the job. These tools include: 

• informational handouts to build support for community action 

• guides to help students and parents choose the right colleges 

• calendar of important dates in the college admissions process 

• civic supports you can provide students as they enroll and persist in postsecondary education 

Finally, at the end of the guidebook, we provide a list of organizations to which you can turn 
for assistance. 



I. Rallying Your Faith Community to Close the 
College Completion Gap 



Closing the college completion gap is one of the most powerful ways that your faith community 
can reduce inequity and ultimately the poverty it spawns. When individuals fail to graduate high 
school and college, they often remain in or return to their communities without the ability to 
find a job, raise their families, or be contributors to the economic, social, or civic lives of the 
neighborhoods in which they live. While the faith community is not the only sector that should be 
working to reduce educational inequities in your community, your faith community has an important 
role to play in closing the college completion gap and may be uniquely positioned to help. 

Faith-based communities often have comparative advantages to address these issues over other 
institutions. They often have addressing social injustice and poverty as part of their missions; they 
are trusted in their communities and know about the lives and families of young people needing 
help; they can have a transformative effect on their congregants and neighborhoods; and they can 
provide volunteers, services and in-kind contributions that are invaluable to helping young people 
fulfill their dreams. 

The ways in which faith-based communities can help are rich. The work you choose to engage 
in may be instilling values that are in line with educational attainment and providing social and 
emotional support to students in need. Or, you may choose to offer FAFSA support and SAT 
classes. You might even choose to provide resources to K-12 school districts and two-year and 
four-year institutions in your community. Whatever you choose to do, as an integral community 
institution, you have a crucial role to play in helping more students access college and graduate 
once they begin. 

Working within or reaching out to your faith community and winning broad-based support is vital, 
but it will take effort. 

This section will help you rally your faith community to close the college completion gap. 
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A DEEPER LOOK 

For good sources of data and information on 
the college completion gap, see: 

• Complete College America 1 

• With Their Whole Lives Ahead of Them 2 

• Crossing the Finish Line 3 

• Achievement Trap: Flow America is Failing 
Millions of Fligh-Achieving Students from 
Lower-Income Families 4 



If you need to convince your faith community that there is a college completion gap that needs to 
be closed, go to: 

Demonstrating that a college completion gap exists 

If you need to highlight the national and local costs of not graduating from college, go to: 

Demonstrating the costs of the college completion gap 

If you need to show that faith communities can effectively address the college completion gap, 
go to: 

Demonstrating the college completion gap is solvable 

If you need to make the case that your faith community needs to take action to close the college 
completion gap, go to: 

Demonstrating that your faith community needs to take action 

If you need to gather evidence to better inform those who argue that there is no crisis or that it is 
not essential for students to obtain a postsecondary degree to be successful in life, go to: 

Confronting skeptics 



1 http://www.completecollege.org/ 

2 http://www.publicagenda.org/files/pdf/theirwholelivesaheadofthem.pdf 

3 Bowen, W.G., Chingos, M.M., & M.S. McPherson (2009). Crossing the Finish Line: Completing College at America's 
Public Universities. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 

4 http://www.civicenterprises.net/pdfs/jkc.pdf 



Demonstrating that a college completion gap exists 

Communities cannot address problems they do not recognize, understand, or accept, yet college 
completion statistics can be easy to disregard. To rally support for your action, your faith community 
will need to confront the harsh facts. 



A good first step is to understand, and then share with others, national college completion rates 

and the dire consequences to individuals, communities, the economy, and our nation of failing to 

graduate more students. 

The national numbers are startling: 

• Every year, more than 90 percent of low-income teenagers say they plan to attend college, but 
only half of these students will enroll and only slightly more than half who enroll finish. 

• Only 25 percent of low-income adults have a postsecondary degree. 

• Only 9 percent of low-income 8th graders whose parents did not attend college will obtain a 
bachelor's degree 

• Only 20 percent of young people who begin higher education at two-year institutions graduate 
within three years. At four-year institutions, about 4 in 10 students receive a degree within 
six years. 

• Students from low-income families, including those who are academically high-achievers prior to 
college age, are less likely to attend college than their higher-income peers. 

• High school graduates from low-income families who consistently score in the top-quartile on 
standardized tests are no more likely than affluent peers who score in the bottom-quartile on the 
same tests to attend college. 

• The U.S. college attainment rate has held steady at 39 percent since 1 970. College attainment 
rates are rising in almost every other industrialized or post-industrialized country in the world. 

• Overall, more than 30 percent of white, non-Hispanic American adults have at least four years of 
college, but only 18 percent of African Americans and 12 percent of Hispanics have reached the 
same level of attainment, creating disparities in social justice. 



SPECIFIC ACTION 

• Educate your faith community and 
other community leaders that a college 
completion gap exists. 

• Develop talking points for presentations 
and to distribute as fact sheets. 

• Use the Lumina Foundation's state level 
research 5 to determine how many adults in 
your community have college degrees. 

• To see critical college completion data 
about your state, including how many 
high school freshman complete college 
degrees, visit Complete College America's 
state data site. 6 



5 http://www.luminafoundation.org/research/state_data/ 

6 http://www.completecollege.org/state_data/ 



